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Parent Empowerment and  
Family-Centered Relationships
The implementation of PL 99–457 and PL 
101–476 signaled a change in the status of 
parent–professional relationships. With these 
enactments came the idea that families, not 
parents, should be the focal point of profes-
sionals’ attention (Ferguson, Hanreddy, & 
Ferguson, 2014). One of the reasons for this 
shift was the evolving recognition that part-
nerships should not be limited exclusively to 
biological parents but can and should include 
other immediate and extended family members 
(Turnbull et al., 2015). Many professionals now 
operate under the assumption that the family 
serves as the primary decision maker in regard 
to setting goals and establishing priorities for 
the student with a disability. This change, of 
course, vastly extends the concept of parental involvement and significantly redefines 
the role of the special educator. Professionals no longer provide suggestions and ser-
vices to families; rather, they work collaboratively with families, acting as coordinators 
and facilitators of service delivery (Blue-Banning, Summers, Frankland, Nelson, & 
Beegle, 2004; Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2017).

The contemporary emphasis on building family–professional partnerships implies 
that families are full and equal partners with professionals. It also strongly suggests 
a collaborative relationship. Collaboration involves the sharing of information and 
resources as well as expertise and a commitment to jointly reaching decisions. Implicit 
within the concept of collaboration is an ethic of mutual respect and shared responsi-
bility. For professionals, collaboration also means that they no longer have power over 
families but rather achieve power with families. Families and professionals thus find 
themselves linked together in a mutually supportive and empowering alliance.

The idea of a collaborative partnership between home and school is in concert 
with the theorizing of Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979), who argued that an individual 
cannot be viewed in isolation but can only be viewed as part of a larger social system. 
Professionals must have an appreciation of the social context in which the student 
develops and the interactions that occur among and between the various settings and 
individuals. Thus, we find that home, school, and community interact reciprocally, and 
the actions of parents, siblings, grandparents, teachers, and other professionals all influ-
ence one another. How a family relates to the other social systems is crucial to the 
overall functioning of the family. Finally, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological thinking pro-
vides a foundation for family systems theory, which views the family as a social system. 
In this interactive system, whatever happens to one member affects the rest. We now 
turn our attention to examining this contemporary approach to working with families.

A Family Systems Approach
The fundamental belief underlying a family systems model is that a family is an inter-
related social system with unique characteristics and needs. It operates as an interactive 
and interdependent unit. Events and experiences that affect a particular family mem-
ber also affect the other members of the family. Because of this relationship, teachers 

Successful school experiences require the meaningful involvement of 
parents.
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family systems model: A model 
that considers a family as an 
interrelated social system with unique 
characteristics and needs.

Video
Parent Empowerment


